What are the known effects of yoga on the brain in relation to motor performances, body awareness and pain? A narrative review.
The current body of literature was reviewed to evaluate the effects of yoga on the brain in relation to motor performance, body awareness and pain. Yoga has been increasingly popular in the Western countries especially for its unique integration of the mind and body. Yoga has been studied more intensely in the last decade. Although it has been shown to improve cognitive functions, few studies have looked into the effects of yoga on improving motor performance, body awareness or pain and the possible underlying brain mechanisms associated with them. A search of the current literature was made using keywords such as: "yoga brain motor", "yoga brain pain", "effects yoga brain" and "effects yoga brain motor performance". The findings were then discussed in relation to motor performance, body awareness and pain and their reported mechanisms of action on the brain. A total of 61 articles were selected, out of which 29 were excluded because they did not meet our criteria. A total of thirty-two articles were included in this review, which we further subdivided by focus: motor performance (n = 10), body awareness (n = 14) and pain (n = 8). Our review shows that yoga has a positive effect on learning rate, speed and accuracy of a motor task by increasing attention and decreasing stress through a better control of sensorimotor rhythms. Yoga also seems to improve sensory awareness and interoception, regulate autonomic input, increase parasympathetic activity and promote self-regulation. Yoga was also shown to reduce the threat signal, increase pain tolerance, decrease pain unpleasantness and decrease the anxiety and distress associated with pain. Those changes are associated with the recruitment of specific brain areas such as the insula, the amygdala and the hippocampus. Based on the studies reviewed in this report, we found that the practice of yoga seems to facilitate motor learning, to increase body awareness and to decrease pain. These are associated with a wide variety of changes in terms of brain activity and structure. Further studies are necessary to reveal its precise mechanism of action on the brain and to validate its wider application in clinical settings.